In East Boston near Maverick Square the water's edge was once inhabited by buildings and piers, man-made surfaces and enclosures; some built over the water, some displacing the water. The industries that once utilized these structures have largely gone, and what remains is unmaintained, left to the weather, the sun, the water, the environment.
wood, and the boards slowly disintegrate, leaving behind bent and rusting nails as the ground beneath gives way to water. The piers that are driven through the water and into the soil beneath are held together by spanning joists, but they also fall off, eventually leaving the piers to stand alone side by side, gently transmitting the movement of the water created by gurgling motor boats and wind. The tide is low, exposing different colors of wood, silver and splintered at the top, dark and soft below where the water regularly envelops the piers. To the right of the pedestrian way IS another high fence, on the other side of which can be seen trees and tall, wild grass. "No trespassing" signs are posted, but a few holes can be found in the chain link fence. On the other side is room to see the city across the water, and the late afternoon sun is low, filtering through the tall grass that is blowing in the wind, the same wind that is moving the water and the detached piers.
Frequently I find myself questioning why it is that I have chosen to study and practice architecture. In What is nature in the city? Parks full of plants? Water, birds? Or what is nature anywhere? Could we broaden the definition to say some kind of connection to the larger cycles of life, response to 'natural' phenomena? As an architect who values the unspoiled and undeveloped parts of the landscape, how do I build?
Thoreau is explicit in describing where and with what his interests lay. They are firmly m the world of the natural, unspoiled by man: the woods, the ponds, the fields, and such.
He also describes the moments when natural forces come into contact with the built environment, such as when he spends the afternoon in his cabin as it rains outside, and speaks of how he enjoys it. Much as his favorable descriptions invariably revolve around the natural environment, I believe that the essential things Thoreau was looking for can be found in the built environment, or in some fuzzy edge where the built and natural overlap.
In these zones, what is "natural" and "real" is not clear. Take the land for example. When there is talk about how to express man's hand in shaping the earth there is a stance that this should be expressed differently, that a distinction can be made between constructed and natural. But why is that, and how easily can we accurately make this distinction today? Where does the natural form of the land give way to the man-made? There are obvious examples of clear distinction, but infinitely more that could only truly be made by geological survey of the layers of earth below the surface and their composition.
The waterfront site in east Boston is such an example. (In fact, much of the landform of Boston is manufactured, and the distinction between 'real' and man-made is only Pierce 71 recoverable by legal documentation and geology.) Here, the water's edge actually reveals this transition from built to "natural" in a middle state. The fact that parts of it have been built by man is evident, but the challenge lies in drawing the boundary without consulting a survey. It is precisely this ambiguity that is so intriguing, to discover that the ground you are so certain of and whose firmness and solidity you take for granted, is actually hollow. That the grass you are walking through grows from cracks in the asphalt and in places that asphalt disappears to reveal space, air between what you assumed was ground and the water of the harbor Suddenly that clear boundary that you could have drawn with one linewater on one side, earth on the otheris blurred.
One inconvenience I sometimes experienced in so small a house, the difficulty of getting to a sufficient distance from my guest when we began to utter the big thoughts in big words. You want room for your thoughts to get into sailing trim and run a course or two before they make their port. The bullet of your thought must overcome its lateral and ricochet motion and fallen into its last and steady course before it reaches the ear of the hearer, else it may plough out again through the side of the head. Also, our sentences wanted room to unfold and form their columns in the interval. Individuals, like nations, must have suitable broad and natural boundaries, even a considerable neutral ground, between them.' I did not grow up in the city, and in fact did not live in one until a few years ago. Previously I had lived in the mountains, and spent a great deal of time in places that showed no evidence of man. In places like this the distinction is most clear between "real" and man madethe trail of dirt and sometimes a small bridge are the only marks he has left. And m these places I have found a degree of solace, space for contemplation. When I moved to the city and began designing in an urban environment I quickly recognized that I was trying to bring nature into the city with my architecture. Not by including trees or sod roofs, but by trying to balance what I have found to be a human need for space, psychological space, and release from the density of urban living, space for the individual.
The things we think of as most "real" or "natural"' are the things that were created by chance. Some places are relatively ordinary, and others spectacular for their beauty because of its lack of determmacy. And in these naturally occurring places there is a sense of discovery, of not knowing what IS beyond the horizon, and the excitement of discovering the way so many products of natural forces came together to produce a certain quality of light or surface.
By conscious effort we may be beside ourselves in a same sense. By conscious effort of the mind we can necessary, there are essential components of a connection to nature that are rarely addressed. What I believe Thoreau IS describing is the ability to gam perspective, to step out of the middle so as to regard the vi/hole and understand it in the grossest of terms. It is a state of intense self-awareness that comes from the space, the psychological space, for awareness; a space that makes room for indeterminacy into our own existences.
In this sense the typical idea of "nature" in the urban environment is rarely addressed. What Thoreau speaks of in walking is the ability to go where you please without concern for boundaries, the feeling that the whole of the earth is your own, and that all is available to you. Even in his time when there was space for those who desired to live in solitude, what separated those people from the crowds was the willingness to live a certain way or endure a certain length of travel. If you want space to yourself you must be willing to live or travel outside the realm of what most people will endure. Even in the most popular and crowded national parks the number of people declines exponentially with distance and difficulty of terrain. And it IS in this way that I think this aspect of nature, or detachment from society is achieved in an urban setting. To merely provide the basic elements of grass, trees, flowers, and water is a start, but they can by no means replace the space of contemplation.
This project is an effort to create that space. It is only through focused observation that the existing phenomena of the site become apparent and appreciated, and with great caution that this fragile and precarious landscape is crossed. The objectives of this intervention are to create a stable infrastructure for occupation organized around the registration of phenomena, and augment the adjacent community's lack of access to the waterfront and space for meditation, study, and artistic creation. A system of concrete piles, walls, and beams has been proposed to support a fragmented, socially self-regulating landscape. Within this public landscape are six small ateliers, largescale sculpture/ fabrication studios, and a public library. The landscape is elevated to allow space for occupation between the "ground" and the water, as well as allow vehicular service to the larger studios and library. The intervention is about nature, not in its placement next to the water at the edge of the city, but in its efforts to connect its users to a sense of space. The attendant ability to contemplate that Thoreau found in his woods I believe it is still possible to find in the city. 
Noteŝ

